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Detainees awaiting action at an INS fa-
cility in Baltimore. The holding cell has
a toilet, a pay phone, and a television. 
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Coming
to America
An already overburdened immigration system
faces the new demands of a post-9/11 world

By Chitra Ragavan

so far, few Americans find fault with that.
The president is making immigration reform one

of his top priorities, and it is highly likely that the ease
with which immigrants—as well as visitors—enter and
travel in this country could be substantially curtailed.
And, notably, the Immigration and Naturalization
Service, the arm of the Justice Department charged
with overseeing immigration policy, will have its many
failings laid bare as it fights to exist as a separate 
entity. “Will we ever be foolproof, terroristproof, in
this country? I doubt that very seriously,” says new
ins Commissioner James Ziglar. “Can we do a lot
more to detect it and stop it? Of course we can.”

Naiveté. When the Capitol was evacuated on the
morning of September 11, the House of Represen-
tatives was scheduled to consider a bill to make it far
easier for some illegal immigrants to apply for green
cards in the United States, rather than in their home
countries. That notion of leniency now seems naive.
The 19 hijackers who killed thousands of Americans
by turning commercial jetliners into flying bombs
skillfully exploited the open arms of the nation’s im-
migration policy to tragic end. 

Each of the men arrived here legally, though once
here, three of them violated the terms of their visas.
That they did so without attracting official attention
has cast a harsh light on the ins. Perhaps more than
any other government agency, its failings were stark-
ly exposed in the aftermath of September 11. Now

T
he nation was faced with a new kind of
terrorist assassin whose goal was no less
audacious than toppling the republic it-
self. And the president responded with
a bold call against immigrants with ma-
lignant intent. “They and those like
them should be kept out of this coun-

try,” the president said in his message to Congress.
“And far-reaching provision should be made for the
punishment of those who stay. . . . The American
people are slow to wrath, but when their wrath is
kindled it burns like a consuming flame.”

President Theodore Roosevelt thundered those
words a century ago in his first written message to
Congress responding to the assassination of William
McKinley by Leon Czolgosz, the son of Polish im-
migrants. But his sentiments resonate today.

U.S. immigration policy is under siege following
the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pen-
tagon, amid fears that foreigners may strike again.
President Bush has acted to abridge many freedoms
for noncitizens taken into custody as a result of ter-
rorist investigations. The government is asserting
the right to detain individuals for a longer period
of time, sometimes indefinitely, without charges; to
record conversations between attorneys and clients;
to conduct expanded wiretaps and other surveil-
lance; and to expand the legal grounds for investi-
gating alleged terrorist support and activities. And
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there are serious questions about whether
the agency will survive in anything close to
its current form. “The ins is so dysfunc-
tional it’s time to scrap it,” says Rep. F.
James Sensenbrenner, chairman of the
House Judiciary Committee, which over-
sees the ins. “The ins does not enforce the
law either for those aliens who don’t belong
here or those aliens who legally come here
and want to obey that law,” says the Wis-
consin Republican.

The national attitude toward immi-
grants has most often been tempered by

the state of the economy. When the econ-
omy is soaring, a blind eye is often turned
to the wave of workers who come here
seeking a better life. “In general there’s al-
ways a nativist sentiment in the United
States. It’s a question [as to] how virulent
it might be, but it’s always there,” says
Urban Institute demographer and immi-
gration expert Jeffrey Passel. But after
September 11, the nativist sentiment has
begun to be viewed not so much as old-era
paranoia as new-era prudence. ins bor-
der policies are now viewed not just as a

porous fence to keep out migrant workers
from Mexico but as a tool to deter terror-
ists in visitor garb. An example is Mo-
hamed Atta, a civil engineer who is be-
lieved to have been the ringleader of the
September 11 attacks. 

Poster child. Atta, 33, has become the
poster child for everything that’s wrong
with the system because he entered the
country not once but three times, despite
violating the terms of his admission. He
first arrived on June 3, 2000, at Newark
International Airport on a Czech Airlines
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GATEWAY: MIAMI. INS inspectors have 45 minutes to vet
passengers arriving on international flights. An inspector
conducts a passport review for an arriving non-American fam-
ily (above). At right, an INS officer uses a magnifying lens to

examine the visa
stamp in a passport 
to ensure that it is 
legitimate. At left, 
an INS officer at an
inspection station
takes the fingerprints
of a Cuban immigrant.
The INS has discor-
dant mandates, part
welcome wagon, part
police agency.

STEVEN RUBIN FOR USN&WR (3)



18IMMIGRATION7(4)    SSHAW  2209

C M Y K

20 U.S.News & World Report, February 18, 2002

flight from Prague—where, it is now
known, he had met the day before with an
Iraqi intelligence officer. His passport
held a B-1/B-2 visa, the type issued with
little scrutiny to business people or
tourists. (In fact, 18 of the 19 hijackers en-
tered the country using that type of visa.) 

Atta knew how to circumvent the im-
migration system. Under the terms of his
admission, he was allowed to stay only
until Dec. 2, 2000, but he didn’t depart
from Miami until a month later. The trick
was that long before December 2 he asked
the ins to switch his status from visitor to
student, saying he intended to take flying
lessons. Because he had properly filed for
a status change, his overstay was not con-
sidered illegal, and he was eligible to re-
enter the country when he returned to
Miami a week later. Suspicious, immi-
gration officials questioned him for an
hour. But they decided to admit him al-
though he hadn’t yet gotten his student
visa. It was a judgment call. 

By some accounts Atta was again in

Prague last April to meet an Iraqi intel-
ligence officer. But government records do
not show a departure until July 7, from
Miami. He returned 12 days later, through
Atlanta, using a visitor’s visa good through
November. That gave Atta more than
enough time for his task.

Another of the 19 terrorists, Hani Han-
jour, 29, entered the United States in De-
cember 2000 on an F-1 student visa. But
he never attended the school he was ad-
mitted to in Oakland, Calif., to study
English. The school did not notify au-
thorities and, once in the country, Han-
jour melted into obscurity, just another
visa overstay, like Nawaf Alhazmi and
Satam Al Suqami, who overstayed their
B-1/B-2 visas. The hijackers, mostly men
in their mid-20s, all from Middle East-
ern or Islamic countries, for the most
part were careful to travel using valid
passports and visas. 

ins officials point to the State Depart-
ment’s responsibility for issuing the 19
visas in the first place. Fifteen visas were

granted in Saudi Arabia, an easy pit stop
for United States-bound travelers because
of loose visa-granting procedures. Three
of the 15 hijackers even bypassed the con-
sulates and got their visas through travel
agencies in Saudi Arabia using a U.S. pro-
gram known as Visa Express.

Early scrutiny. In fact, say ins defenders,
the most important gatekeeping begins
with the visa-granting process. Case in
point: Several months before the attacks,
two alleged members of Atta’s Germany-
based terrorist cell were denied U.S. visas
at several U.S. consulates. One man, Ramzi
Binalshibh, was turned down four times;
the other man, Zakaria Essabar, was turned
down twice. Both allegedly ended up play-
ing supporting roles in the hijacking plot
from their base in Germany. 

Many visitors to the United States,
though, are exempted from such initial
scrutiny. Seventeen million citizens from
29 “visa waiver countries”—predomi-
nantly Japan, England, Germany, and
France—were able to enter last year mere-
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SEEKING ASYLUM. Farhana, a single woman from Pakistan, has been detained since being caught entering the United States with false
documents in September 2000. She sought asylum, saying she was threatened with “honor killing” by her family. An immigration judge
denied her request because of the documents but ruled the INS should delay sending her back because of concerns for her safety.
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